
November 19, 2024

US Fish and Wildlife
Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge
2700 Suwannee Canal Road
Folkston, GA 31537

Submitted via email: okefenokee@fws.gov

Re: Proposed Minor Expansion for Okefenokee NWR

Dear US Fish and Wildlife Service,

Wilderness Watch would like to express its support for the proposed 22,000 acre expansion of
the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge.Wilderness Watch is a national wilderness
conservation organization focused on the protection and proper stewardship of all units of
the National Wilderness Preservation System, including the Okefenokee Wilderness, which
is entirely contained within the Wildlife Refuge boundaries. This area is a vital habitat for a
number of important species such as black bears and American alligators, as well as several
threatened and endangered species including gopher tortoises, wood storks, indigo snakes,
round-tailed muskrats, and red-cockaded woodpeckers. Expansion of the refuge would serve to
further protect this wildlife and their habitat from the dangerous impacts of Twin Pines Mineral’s
proposed mine. It is vitally important to keep this habitat healthy and undisturbed, and the
expansion of the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge would provide the protections necessary
to do so, so long as there are no contingencies allowing for industrial logging, mining, or other
acts that would threaten the area.

The potential development of an 8,000 strip mine operation at Trail Ridge would impact
thousands of acres of vulnerable wetland habitat, and the waters that are crucial to the ecological
health of the Okenfenokee. We trust that by expanding the refuge, any such industrial
development would be prevented. The proximity of the proposed Twin Pines Mineral mining
development to the wilderness area would impact important wilderness values including solitude,
silence, and remoteness. In short, the expansion of the proposed 22,000 acres is critical not only
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to increase critical habitat within the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge, but to preserve the
Wilderness that is already designated.

The proposed expansion is not only important to protect one of the few Wilderness areas in the
eastern United States, but to protect one of the world’s largest intact blackwater swamp
ecosystems, a National Natural Landmark, and a Wetland of International Importance.
Additionally, Okefenokee is listed as a tentative UNESCO World Heritage Site. The ecological
significance of this area has garnered international recognition, and the further expansion and
protection of this area would demonstrate the agency’s commitment to the conservation of this
important wetland habitat.

In conclusion, Wilderness Watch supports the 22,000 acre expansion of the Okefenokee National
Wildlife Refuge in order to protect vital wildlife habitat and preserve wilderness values, and
urges the US Fish and Wildlife Service to include language that would prevent any future
industrial development in the newly designated refuge acreage.

Thank you for considering this comment, and please keep us updated on any decisions regarding
this project.

Best,
Mason Parker
Wilderness Defense Director
masonp@wildernesswatch.org


